Prairie dogs (Cynomys spp.) have been studied extensively because they represent an adequate model to approach the study of evolution of sociability, dynamics of metapopulations and diseases, and effect of anthropogenic activities on wildlife populations. The authors possess extensive experience on the study of prairie dogs, especially their social behavior, communication system, and the evolution of sociability (Perla and Slobodchikoff 2002; Slobodchikoff et al. 2009; Verdolin and Slobodchikoff 2002) .
This book focuses on the importance of prairie dogs for conservation. Unlike other treatments of prairie dogs that have focused on the most frequently studied species (blacktailed prairie dog, Cynomys ludovicianus), this publication provides a global, comprehensive, and comparative review of all 5 extant prairie dog species. Nine chapters span subjects from grasslands history and prairie dog behavior and communication to population and community ecology and prairie dog and grassland conservation. The authors also have included 5 interludes on subjects related to particular chapters, such as species definitions, considerations for conducting behavioral studies, ecological relationships of prairie dogs to other species, and prairie dogs as pets. The book also includes an Appendix that lists places to watch prairie dogs.
In general terms, this is a very well-written book that has the principal objective of promoting conservation of prairie dogs. For instance, in Chapter 1 the authors offer a glimpse of the history of the American continent, where prairie dog colonies once shared the Great Plains with herds of bison and human settlements. The authors comment on how human interests have degraded this ecosystem through city expansion, encroachment, introduction of exotic species, and habitat modification to establish farmlands. In the final part of this chapter the authors describe prairie dogs as keystone species in the ecosystem and critical to the persistence of grassland.
Chapter 2 describes and compares life history traits of each of the 5 species, which provides a key to many of the differences in morphology and natural history within the genus. Of particular interest is the description of the infectious cycle of the bacterium Yersinia pestis that has had devastating effects on prairie dog populations. After this chapter the first interlude summarizes how species are defined and classified, with biographies of taxonomists for which prairie dog species are named.
Chapter 3 explains difficulties associated with determining the social structure of prairie dogs and advances made in this field. The authors describe mating systems relative to resource availability, some of the behavioral strategies that prairie dogs have evolved to prevent inbreeding, and advances made in the study of social behavior with the use of molecular techniques. The final part of this chapter presents hypotheses concerning the function of the ''greeting-kiss'' and complications encountered in testing these hypotheses. The 2nd interlude states that scientists must avoid anthropomorphizing individual prairie dog behaviors so that scientific observations remain objective. The authors comment that the observation of individual variation in behavior is important to the study of behavioral patterns.
Chapter 4 provides a thorough review of vocal behaviors of prairie dogs, including a discussion of the complexity of alarm calls that communicate a description of the predator, its size, its speed, and even its color. Mention is made of how calls differ among species and even geographically between regions within a species' distribution. The authors note that some vocalizations, combined with visual and olfactory signals, occur in a social context and effect specific behaviors. In the final section of the chapter arguments are presented to characterize prairie dog communication as a language due to its complexity. The 3rd interlude describes a day in the field recording data on prairie dog responses to predators. It presents an anecdote about the field crew failing to distinguish between a German shepherd and a coyote while prairie dogs made the distinction immediately, and addresses questions that may arise from systematic field observations.
Chapter 5 introduces the reader to population biology by explaining some basic concepts. This chapter highlights the need to conduct research to understand population dynamics of prairie dogs, the effect of dispersal and population connectivity on plague dynamics, and the necessity of using existing ecological information to conserve prairie dogs and preserve North American grasslands.
Chapter 6 provides the reader with all the necessary arguments (listing species associated with prairie dogs and the influence of prairie dogs on ecological processes) for considering prairie dogs as keystone species and ecosystem engineers. This chapter makes the reader aware of the importance of prairie dogs to the persistence of their habitat and its diversity. The 4th interlude presents a list of the plant and animal species that dwell in North American w w w . m a m m a l o g y . o r g 525 grasslands and the benefits these species obtain from their associations with prairie dogs.
In Chapter 7 the authors argue that the economic value given to a species depends on its ecosystem function, and on the basis of modern economic models, propose a monetary value for the ecosystem services provided by prairie dogs. They promote the use of prairie dogs as bioindicators of ecosystem sustainability. To preserve prairie dogs they recommend management strategies such as translocation and funding earmarked to emphasize the emblematic role of prairie dogs as an attraction for tourists and change in landowner attitudes. The 5th interlude mentions that in the 19th century prairie dogs were bred to be used as pets in some midwestern United States states, although this idea is no longer popular.
Chapter 8 offers a review of current practices threatening prairie dog populations. The authors identify illegal hunting and poisoning as the primary causes of prairie dog decline. These problems, in addition to habitat destruction, have led Cynomys to the verge of extinction. Unfortunately, no mention is made of the current status of prairie dog colonies in northern Mexico (Ceballos et al. 1993; Scott-Morales et al. 2004) . Alternative conservation strategies are presented in the conclusion to this chapter, with emphasis on the role of a massive media campaign to raise awareness of the threats to these species.
The last chapter presents a summary of the data presented in previous chapters, emphasizing the keystone role of prairie dogs in grassland ecosystems, conservation issues, and the potential use by humans of grasslands maintained by prairie dog colonies. The final section of this book is an appendix that lists prairie dog colonies and zoos where people can watch these amazing social animals.
Although some chapters contain data and some tables that may be of interest only to specialists, we think the book communicates effectively the importance of the conservation of prairie dogs and North American grasslands. The book is very elegant and contains a few pictures that, although in black and white, are very charismatic. In our opinion this book represents a muchneeded compilation of information on prairie dogs. It will become a basic reference for people studying not only prairie dogs but also communication and animal societies.-GABRIELA CASTELLANOS-MORALES,* EMMANUEL RIVERA-TELLEZ, AND JORGE ORTEGA, Laboratorio de Ecología y Conservación de Fauna Silvetre, Instituto de Ecología, Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Anexo al Jardín Botánico s/n, Ciudad Universitaria, México Distrito Federal, 04510, www.ecologia.unam.mx/laboratorios/eycfs/faunos/index.html (GC-M, ER-T); Laboratorio de Ictiología y Limnología, Posgrado en Ciencias Químicobiológicas, Escuela Nacional de Ciencias Biológicas, Instituto Politécnico Nacional, Prolongación de Carpio y Plan de Ayala s/n, Col. Sto. Tomas, México, Distrito Federal, 11340 (JO); * Correspondent: aleirbag_99@yahoo.com.
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